Women 


Women's Duties 

(From 'The Mahabharata', Anusasana Parva CXLVI) 

Mahadev said: Thou, o goddess, art conversant with what is Supreme and what is 
not. Thou art acquainted with all duties. I desire to question thee about the duties of 
women. 

• O thou, whose words are always consistent with righteousness, I desire to hear 
thee discourse on that subject from the beginning. The subject, when 
discoursed upon by thee, will become endued with great merit. Indeed, that 
discourse will then become authoritative in the world. 

• Women, especially, are the highest refuge of women. Among human beings, 
that course of conduct which thou wilt lay down will be followed from 
generation to generation. Half of my body is made up of half thy body. All the 
eternal duties of women are well-known to thee. Do thou, therefore, tell me in 
detail what are the duties of thy sex. 

Uma said: O holy one, it is through thy grace that the words I am uttering are taking 
their rise in my mind. I shall, according to the ordinance, discourse on the subject of 
women's duties. 

• The duties of women arise as created at the outset by kinsmen in the rites of 
wedding. Indeed, a woman becomes, in the presence of nuptial fire, the associate 
of her lord in the performance of all righteous deeds. [According to the Hindu 
scriptures, marriage is not a contract. It is the union of two individuals of 
opposite sexes into one person for better performance of all deeds of piety.] 

• Possessed of a good disposition, endued with sweet speech, sweet conduct, 
and sweet features, and always looking at the face of her husband and deriving 
as much joy from it as she does from looking at the face of her child, that chaste 
woman who regulates her acts by observing the prescribed restraints, comes to 
be regarded as truly righteous in her conduct. 

• Listening with reverence to the duties of wedded life (as expounded in the 
scriptures), and accomplishing all those auspicious duties, that woman who 
regards righteousness as the foremost of all objects of pursuit, who observes 
the same vows as those that are observed by her husband, who adorned with 
chastity, looks upon her spouse as a god, who waits upon and serves him as if he 
is a god, who surrenders her own will completely to that of her lord, who is 
cheerful, who observes excellent vows, who is endued with good features, and 



whose heart is completely devoted to her husband so much that she never 
thinks even of any other man, is regarded as truly righteous in conduct. 

That wife, who even when addressed harshly and looked upon with angry 

eyes by her lord, presents a cheerful aspect to him, is said to be truly devoted to 
her husband. 

She who does not cast her eyes upon the Moon or Sun or a tree that has a 
masculine name, who is adored by her husband and who is possessed of 
beautiful features, is regarded as truly righteous. 

That woman, who treats her husband with the affection which she shows 
towards her child, even when he (the husband) happens to be poor or diseased 
or weak or worn out with the toil of travelling, is regarded as truly righteous in 
her conduct. 

That woman who is endued with self-control, who has given birth to children, 
who serves her husband with devotion, and whose whole heart is devoted to 
him, is regarded as truly righteous in her conduct. 

That woman who waits upon and serves her lord with a cheerful heart, who is 

always cheerful of heart, and who is possessed of humility, is regarded as truly 
righteous in her conduct. 

That woman who always supports her kinsmen and relatives by giving them 
food, and who's relish in gratifying her desires or for articles of enjoyment, or for 
affluence of which she is possessed, or for the happiness with which she is 
surrounded, falls short of her relish for her husband, is regarded as truly 
righteous in her conduct. 

That woman who always takes a pleasure in rising at early dawn, who is 
devoted to the discharge of all household duties, who always keeps her house 
clean, who always attends to the domestic fire (for pouring libations upon it), 
who never neglects to make offerings of flowers and other articles to the deities, 
who with her husband gratifies the deities and guests and all servants and 
dependants of the family with that share of food which is theirs by the 
ordinances, and who always takes according to the ordinance, for herself, what 
food remains in the house after the needs have been met of gods and guests and 
servants, and who gratifies all people who come in contact with her family and 
feed them to their fill, succeeds in acquiring great merit. 



• That woman who is endued with accomplishments, who gratifies the feet of 
her father-in-law and mother-in-law, and who is always devoted to her father 
and mother, is regarded as possessed of ascetic wealth. 

• That woman who supports with food Brahmanas that are weak and helpless, 
that are distressed or blind or destitute, comes to be regarded as entitled to 
share the merit of her husband. 

• That woman who always observes, with a light heart, vows that are difficult of 
observance, whose heart is devoted to her lord, and always seeks well of her 
lord, is regarded as entitled to share the merits of her husband. 

• Devotion to her lord is woman's merit; it is her penance; it is her eternal 
Heaven. Merit, penances, and Heaven become hers who looks upon her 
husband as her all in all, and who, endued with chastity, seeks to devote 
herself to her lord in all things. 

• The husband is the god which women have. The husband is their friend. The 
husband is their high refuge. Women have no refuge that can compare with their 
husbands, and no god that can compare with him. The husband's grace and 
Heaven, are equal in the estimation of a woman; or, if unequal, the inequality 
is very trivial. 

• Maheshwara, I do not desire Heaven itself if thou art not satisfied with me. If 

the husband that is poor, or diseased or fallen among foes, or afflicted by a 
Brahman's curse, were to command the wife to accomplish anything that is 
improper or unrighteous or that may lead to destruction of life itself, the wife 
should, without any hesitation, accomplish it, guided by the code whose 
propriety is sanchoned by the law of Distress. 

I have thus, O god, expounded, at thy command, what the duties of women are. 
Verily, that woman who conducts herself in this way becomes entitled to a share of 
the merits won by her husband. 



She is a true wife who is.... 

(From 'The Mahabharata', Adi Parva, Section LXXIV) 

She is a true wife who is skilful in household affairs. She is a true wife who has borne 
a son. She is a true wife whose heart is devoted to her lord (husband). She is a true wife 
who knows none but her lord. 

The wife is a man's half. The wife is the first of friends. The wife is the root of 
religion, profit and desire. The wife is the root of salvation. They that have wives can 
perform religious acts. 

They that have wives can lead domestic lives. They that have wives can achieve good 
fortune. Sweet speech wives are friends on occasions of joy. They are the fathers on 
occasions of religious acts. They are mothers in sickness and woe. 

Even in the deep woods to a traveler a wife is his refreshment and solace. He that has 
a wife is trusted by all. A wife, therefore, is one's most valuable possession. Men 
scorched by mental grief, or suffering under bodily pain, feel as much refreshed in 
the companionship of their wives as a perspiring person in a cool bath. 

No man even in anger, should do anything that is disagreeable to his wife, seeing 
that happiness, joy and virtue, - everything depends on the wife. 

Even when the husband leaving this world goes into the region of Yama (God of 
death), it is the devoted wife that accompanies him there. A wife going before waits 
for the husband. But if the husband goes before, the chaste wife follows close. For these 
reasons does marriage exist? 


Women should always be worshipped and treated with Affection 

(From 'The Mahabharata', Anusasana Parva, Section XLVI) 


Bhishma said: 

• Respect, kind treatment and everything else that is agreeable, should all be 
given unto the maiden whose hand is taken in marriage. 

• Her sire and brothers and father-in-law and husband's brothers should show 
her every respect and adorn her with ornaments. If they be desirous of reaping 
benefits, for such conduct on their part always leads to considerable happiness 
and advantage. 

• Women should always be worshipped and treated with affection. There where 
women are treated with respect, the very deities are said to be filled with joy. 


• There where women are not worshipped, all acts become fruitless. If the 

women of a family, in consequence of the treatment they receive, grieve and shed 
tears, that family soon becomes extinct. 

• Those houses that are cursed by women meet with destruction and ruin as if 
scorched by some Atharvan rite. Such houses lose their splendour. Their growth 
and prosperity cease. 

• Women are weak. They fall an easy prey to the seductive wiles of men, 
disposed to accept the love that is offered to them, and devoted to truth. There 
are others among them that are full of malice, covetous of honours, fierce in 
disposition, unlovable and impervious to reason. Women, however, deserve to 
be honoured. 

• Do ye men show them honour? The righteousness of men depends upon 
women. All pleasures and enjoyments also completely depend upon them. Do ye 
serve them and worship them. Do ye bend your wills before them? 

• The begetting of offspring, the nursing of children already born, and the 
accomplishment of all acts necessary for the needs of society, behold, all these 
have women for their cause. By honouring women, ye are sure to attain to the 
fruition of all objects. 

In this connection a princess of the house of Janaka the ruler of the Videhas, sang a 
verse. It is this: 

• Women have no sacrifices ordained for them. There are no Sraddhas which 
they are called upon to perform. They are not required to observe any fasts. 

• To serve their husbands with reverence and willing obedience is their only 
duty. Through the discharge of that duty they succeed in conquering heaven. 

• In childhood, the sire protects her. The husband protects her in youth. When she 
becomes old, her sons protect her. At no period of her life does woman deserve 
to be free. 

• Deities of prosperity are women. The persons that desire prosperity should 
honour them. By cherishing women, one cherishes the goddess of prosperity 
herself, and by afflicting her, one is said to afflict the goddess of prosperity. 


From Tulasi Ramayana, Aranya Kanda, 5 A-B 

Ansuya (Rishi Atri's wife) said to Sita: 

• "A woman is impure by her very birth; but she attains a happy state by serving 
her lord (husband)". 

Wifely Virtues 

(From Tulasi Ramayana (Sri Ramacharitamanasa), Aranya Kanda, 4) 

Devotion of body, speech and mind to her lord's (husband's) feet is the only duty, 

sacred vow and penance of a woman. 

Sita, who was so good-natured and modest, met Ansuya (Rishi Atri's wife). In 

affectionate and mild tones the holy woman (Ansuya) then proceeded to discourse on 

some wifely virtues. 

Ansuya said: 

• Listen, O Princess (Sita). A mother, father and brother are all kind to us; but they 
bestow only limited joy. A husband, however, bestows unlimited joy (in the 
shape of blessedness). 

• O Videha's daughter, vile is the woman who refuses to serve her husband. 

Fortitude, piety, a friend and a wife - these four are put to the test only in times 
of adversity. 

• A woman who treats her husband with disrespect, even though he is old, sick, 
dull headed, indigent, blind, deaf, wrathful or most wretched, shall suffer 
various torments in hell (the abode of Yama, the god of death). 

• Devotion of body, speech and mind to her lord's (husband's) feet is the only 
duty, sacred vow and penance of a woman. 

Four types of faithful Wives 

There are four types of faithful wives in this world: so declare the Vedas, the Puranas 

and all the saints. 

• A woman of the best type is convinced in her heart of hearts that she cannot 
even dream in this world of a man other than her lord. 

• The middling regards another's husband as her own brother, father or son 
(according to his age). 

• She who is restrained by considerations of virtue or by the thought of her race 
is declared by the Vedas as a low woman. 



• And know her to be the lowest woman in this world, who is restrained only by 
fear and want of opportunity. 

The woman who deceives her husband and loves a paramour is cast for a hundred 
cycles into the worst hell known as Raurava. 

• Who is as depraved as the woman who for the sake of a moment's pleasure 
reckons not the torment that shall endure for a thousand million births? 

• The woman who sincerely takes a vow of fidelity to her husband easily attains 
the highest state; while she who is disloyal to her lord is widowed as soon as 
she attains her youth wherever she may be reborn. 

A woman is impure by her very birth; but she attains a happy state (hereafter) by 
serving her lord. 

Listen, Sita, women will maintain their vow of fidelity to their husbands by invoking 
your very name, Sri Rama being dear to you as your own life. It is for the good of the 
world that I have spoken to you on the subject. 



